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THE TRUE STORY OF THE
BULLOCH COUNTY COURTHOUSE
by Parrish Blitch
This history of the Bulloch County courthouse has never appearecl in print, except for a portion of the account of the third
courthouse which was printed in the November/December 2003
issue of The Statesboro Magazine. The story is based upon contemporary newspaper reports, the official record of the Inferior or
Ordinary's court for the different periods of time, and some material from Statesboro: A Century of Progress 1866-1966 by Leodel
Coleman.
The First Courthouse
When George Sibbald (Siebald) offered the commissioners of
the newly created county of Bulloch 200 acres of land in 1801, he
wasn't acting out of pure benevolence. Mr. Siebald was a wealthy
Augusta land owner who possessed one million acres of land in
southeast Georgia of which three hundred thousand acres lay within
the borders of Bulloch County. He was anxious to sell his land to
settlers who would develop it and increase its value.
A county seat was essential for the recording of deeds and mortgages as well as a court to settle boundary disputes. Otherwise,
pioneers would have to travel to Augusta or Savannah to meet these
legal requirements. A conveniently locatecl legal center would also
increase land sales. Perhaps this is why in the deed giving the 200
acres to the commissioners, it is stated that the land be used for "the
seat of public buildings."
The town of Statesborough was created by a legislative act
signed by Governor John Milledge on December 19, 1803. Early in 1804 the Bulloch County Commissioners authorized the
county surveyor, Josiah Everett, to prepare a plan for the town of

Statesborough on the donated acreage. Mr. Everett's plat divided
the village into four equal sections, separated by four sixty-six foot
wide streets named East, West, North and South, all converging at
the proposed court house location. Each area consisted of large
(132 foot squares) and small (132 ft. x 66 ft.) lots which the commissioners planned to auction to obtain money to build the public
buildings.
On March 10, 1804, lot number fifteen, south of Savannah Street
(now South Main Street) was sold to William Wise for $33.00. Evidently the money was used to construct a crude log cabin that was
the first court house. At a subsequent sale on December 1, 1806,
three additional lots were sold to William Wise in the same general
location for $38 ..50. The commissioners used the funds to repair the
court house (see next paragraph) and to construct a log jail on the
northwest comer of the court house square.
The courthouse was definitely in existence by 1806, for the
Grand Jury registered the following complaint about the building
in its presentments of December 3rd of that year, "We, the Grand
Jury, note that this county has sustained considerable damages by
the keeper of the courthouse by making use of the same as a bale
room, threshing floor, etc., as we find benches and tables all most
entirely destroyed and not fit for the reception of the courts." These
conditions must have been remedied, for no further reference to the
building was made by the Grand Jury until its presentments of November 26, 1822, in which they complain of a shortage of seats for
the Grand Jurors, and appealed to the Justices of the Inferior Court
to enlarge the Grand Jury room within the limits of the bar.
The Superior Court met twice a year on the first Monday in
April and October. The Inferior Court met the first Monday in each
month. Statesborough came alive on court days especially when
the Superior Court was held, for it attracted the largest crowds. It
lasted several days. Visitors at this time mention the drunkenness,
fights, and gambling that took place. Vendors of various items set
up temporary stands to display their wares. While there were two
boarding houses where the judges and lawyers could stay, most attendees camped out in tents or wagons. In addition to the boarding
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houses, there were at least two log saloons in which whiskey was
sold by the drink or keg. _It was exclusively a male assembly, for no
self-respecting female would visit Statesborough at this time.
The Second Courthouse

Eventually by 1825 the original courthouse was in such a dilapidated state that the Inferior Court ordered that a new structure take
its place. In the minutes of the Inferior Court for March 3, 1826 is
the entry: "Received of the Inferior Court the sum of $250 in part
for building the courthouse." Then in the minutes for February
6, 1827, is the further notation: "Received of the Inferior Court
of Bulloch County $58 in full for building the courthouse." Both
receipts were signed by Sheppard Williams.
Sheppard Williams was a pioneer and prominent citizen of
Bulloch County. His father, Captain John Williams, was a personal
friend of General James Oglethorpe. In 1743 the Trustees of the
Colony of Georgia awarded Captain Williams a 6,000 acre grant
along the south side of the Ogeechee River. The land lay largely
in what was to become Bulloch County. The purpose of the grant
was for Captain Williams to bring in settlers from Virginia and
North Carolina. Actually most of the pioneers came from the latter
colony. Some descendants of these early settlers reside in the area
today.
Sheppard Williams was the first sheriff of the county, 1803-05;
state senator, 1809-11, 1814-15, 1828-29; first postmaster of Statesborough, 1821; Justice of the Inferior Court, 1821-35; State representative 1833-34. He rose to the rank of Lt. Colonel in the local
militia. Mr. Williams had a large plantation which had been part of
his father's grant. It was located on the Old River or Milledgeville
Road. Scull Creek flowed through it. At that time the creek formed
the boundary between Bulloch and Emanuel counties. Today it is
in Jenkins County.
The second courthouse came into being in 1825. A detailed
description of this structure is preserved in a letter from Mr. A. J.
Gibson of Waco, Texas, to the editor of The Statesboro News in
1903. Mr. Gibson, a former resident of the county, wrote a series
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of letters to the editor detailing everyday life in the area before the
Civil War. In his second letter, he recounts a visit to the little village of Statesborough: "The first time I saw Statesborough was
in 1838 and it made a gloomy impression on my young mind. I
recollect only three families living in the place then: Joseph Sims,
the father of B. T. Sims who was killed by the falling of a tree; a
Mrs. Wise who kept a boarding house; and a Mr. Selph with the
only store in the place. The store was built of logs and was 14 ft. x
16 ft. The stock in trade was mostly fighting whiskey, some calico,
and a few farm implements. To my youthful mind the old court
house was a magnificent structure. I suppose it was 23 ft. by 50 ft.,
unpainted, and had but one door which was in the end of the house,
a small portico and windows without blinds or sashes. An upper
story where the jury rooms were and downstairs where the different
officials of the county had their offices and kept records." So a two
story frame structure replaced the original Jog cabin.
The next mention of the courthouse in the records of the Inferior Court is in the minutes of December 5, 1864. The entire entry
reads: "This being the day appointed by Jaw for holding the Court
of Ordinary of said county. But the Yankees were here in Statesborough and burned the courthouse and there was no court held."
David Beasley, the Ordinary, was aware of the approach of
Sherman's Army, and had heard that the soldiers were burning both
private homes and public buildings. Mr. Beasley had the Bulloch
County records removed from the courthouse and concealed near
his home where they remained until the danger had passed.
The Third Courthouse
The first Inferior Court of 1865 was held January 8th. The
record for that date states: "In consideration of the courthouse being burned and the critical situation in the county, court opened by
Mr. John L. Denmark and held at the residence of the Ordinary."
Bulloch County was without a courthouse for almost four years.
The Inferior Court assembled at the home of the Ordinary. The
Superior Court did not meet until 1866 and the whereabouts of its
sessions is unknown.
4

On November 8, 1868, the Court of the Ordinary not only
ordered that a new courthouse be built, but that contracts for
construr,tion, timber and shingles be Jet on November 16th. On
that day the agreement for construction went to U. M. Brannen for
$1220; timber was to be provided by William Lee at $25 per thousand board feet; and since the lowest bidder for shingles was unable
to post the necessary bond, the court would have to pay whatever
was required for shingles.
Evidently, the original contract holders ran out of money because
on April 6, 1869 the court directed that the courthouse be completed
and the courthouse square be polled. New contracts were issued to
C. P. Harper to finish the building for $685; to James Bowen for
timber at $20 per thousand board feet; and to David Alderman to
pole the square for $95. A contract to paint the structure was let in
May of 1869. Sometime later a small brick annex was added to the
rear of the building.
The Statesboro Eagle in its issue of April 18, 1889, reported:
''The courthouse is vastly improved. A neat picket fence now surrounds the square while the courthouse has been newly repainted.
Mr. Gus Waters did a good job on the gates and fencing while Malcolm Scarboro has beautified it with white paint. All the square
needs now is a few benches placed under the trees where a fellow
during court time can rest his weary bones."
The late D. B. Turner, long time editor and publisher of The
Bulloch Times, saw the old courthouse in April of 1893 before it
was replaced: ''The old cou_rthouse stood on the site of the present
splendid building. The old courthouse was a frame structure of
two stories. In the rear (on its east side) was a small brick office
building. These were offices of the ordinary, sheriff, and clerk of
court."
The Fourth Courthouse
Public agitation for a new courthouse began in the early 1890's.
In the January term of 1894 the Grand Jury recommended such an
undertaking. In March the Ordinary, Judge C. S. Martin, and other
officials made a tour of other county seats to review and evaluate
5

their courthouses. After their return, Judge Martin inserted an
advertisement in The Statesboro Star, the official newspaper for
Bulloch County, in the April 6, 1894, issue asking for sealed bids
for the construction of the building by June 1, 1894. Each bidder
had to accompany their offer with a required bond.
The bids were opened on June 7, 1894. It was revealed that
the lowest bidder had failed to post the required bond. Therefore,
the contract was given to the next lowest bidder, the C. F. McKenzie Construction Company of Augusta for $17,000. Prior to opening the bids, private citizens had contributed almost $5,000 toward
construction.

'l

The old building had to be removed or tom down before
work on the new courthouse could be started. So a public auction
was held on the same day that the bids were opened to sell the former legal center. The highest offer of $120 was made by Mr. W. H.
Blitch, Sr. of Blitch, Georgia, a small community ten miles northwest of Statesboro. Mr. Blitch had the building moved as soon as
possible to a vacant lot which he owned on North Walnut Street just
behind the J. W. Olliff store which fronted on North Main Street.
The Ordinary reserved the brick annex for use during construction. This proved to be impractical so the annex was sold to
the contractor in a private sale for $250. It was tom down and the
bricks were incorporated into the new courthouse.
Mr. Blitch leased the former court building to a Savannah
businessman, who in tum, leased it to Mr. J. F. Fields of Statesboro.
Mr. Fields had established several businesses entertaining the public. At that time he was operating Fields Park which was three miles
north of town. Since the building had the largest hall (courtroom)
of any other place in Statesboro, Mr. Fields had it remodeled as a
theater. He opened his theater in the late 1890s as The Statesboro
Opera House. Although no operas were ever performed there, the
Statesboro Opera House quickly became the entertainment center
for the people of Statesboro. Mr. Fields booked traveling plays
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and musicals, vaudeville acts, and illustrated lectures. In addition,
there were local recitals, theatrical productions and ceremonies of
various sorts like graduation.
Mr. Fields bought the building from W. H. Blitch, Sr. in
1905 and had it moved to his property on the northeast comer of
the intersection of West Main with College Street where the Thayer
Monument Company is located today. He sold the Opera House
to Mr. Cecil W. Brannen in 1906 for $1250. Mr. Brannen operated
the theater until he sold it in 1911. The new owners converted the
theater into an automobile repair facility. Before it was tom down
in 1916, the former courthouse and theater served as a blacksmith's
shop.
Once the contract was awarded, work on the new building
went forward at a rapid rate. By September 18, 1894, the walls
were up to the required height and the slate for the roof was on the
ground. So reported The Bulloch Times on that day. On November
8th, it was announced that the roofer had finished applying the slate
to the roof, that the floors had been laid including the variegated
marble floors in the entrances; that the stone steps were in place, and
that the doors and windows on the lower floor had been installed.
Most of the scaffolding around the building had been removed. The
new courthouse was turned over to the Bulloch County authorities
before the end of the year 1894. The total cost of construction and
furnishings was $20,000.
There was a clock tower but no clock. The original contract
had no provision for one. The Ordinary, Judge C. S. Martin, announced that if the people of Bulloch County wanted a clock they
would have to pay for it. The funds for the clock and bell were
raised by public subscription. By the end of 1896, there was enough
money.
A young local jeweler and watchmaker, Maxey E. Grimes,
was selected to purchase the clock and bell. First, he traveled north
to the Seth Thomas Clockworks in Connecticut to buy the clock.
Next, he came south to Baltimore to purchase the bell. Mr. Grimes
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used to say that the courthouse had a Republican clock and a Democratic bell. The clock and bell were installed in the clock tower by
February 18, 1897. The clock struck the hour for the first time on
February 25th.
There were no standard time zones in the United States in 1897
except those established by the railroads. Statesboro had one railroad and was in the middle time zone. Although many citizens
thought the clock should be set to "railroad time." Judge Martin
overruled them saying that people got up by the Sun, worked by
the Sun, and went to bed by the Sun. Therefore, the clock will be
set to "Sun time" which was some 36 minutes ahead of "railroad
time." Later when the clock was set to Eastern Standard Time it
was 26 minutes ahead. Before it was electrified in 19.50, the clock
had to be wound once a week by hand. It took about 45 minutes.
Mr. Grimes was custodian and keeper of the clock until his death
in 1936. He was succeeded by an associate, Mr. Burton Mitchell.
After electrification, the position was abolished.
The Ordinary in 1903, Judge S. L. Moore, had an iron pipe
railing with a granite base put around the courthouse square. He
ordered grass and trees to be planted in the square and benches to
be placed under existing trees. Judge Moore had walkways laid out
in the square and paved.
The United Daughters of the Confederacy decided in 1908 to
erect a monument in honor of the Confederate dead. They secured
permission from the county commissioners to place the monument
in the southwest comer of the courthouse square near the old walnut
tree. The women raised $2,000 and contracted with the McNeil
Marble Company to prepare the memorial. It was finished and
dedicated on a rainy April 27, 1909.
A major renovation of the courthouse took place between April
and November of 1914, at a cost of $13,000. Not only did it change
and expand the interior of the building, but it altered its outside appearance as well. The inside was enlarged by adding four
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rooms - one at each comer of the building. The second floor was
expanded by reducing the size of the courtroom. On the exterior,
the small tower on the northwest comer disappeared as it was
absorbed into the second story. The most drastic change on the
exterior was the replacement of the porticoes at the north and south
entrances with a porch dominated by two story white Ionic columns
spaced equidistant from one another. Double wooden doors led
into the building.
At the west or main entrance, two of the columns placed close
together stood on either side of the doorway with double wooden
doors opening into the courthouse. Little change was made to the
east entrance. A white trim was put on the base around the clock
tower. Finally the four comers of the structure were built up by
masses of brick. These alterations changed the appearance of the
courthouse to that of today.
For almost four decades, the community viewed the courthouse
as adequate and satisfactory. Then the Grand Jury, in the January
term of 1953, noted that the space in the building was inadequate
for the volume of business and urged the county commissioners to
make an immediate study for the relief of the overcrowding. In December of that year, the commissioners called for a referendum to
issue bonds totaling $500,000 of which $80,000 was to be used "to
add to, expand, equip, and improve the courthouse." The rest of the
money would go to building bridges, and a new jail. On January 5,
1954, voters defeated the bond issue by a vote of 210 for and 1,157
against.
Ten years later agitation for a new courthouse surfaced again
when the Grand Jury in the January term of 1964 named a committee to make a thorough study of the courthouse and make a recommendation as to what should be done to update the building. A year
later the committee made its report to the Grand Jury in the January
term of 1%5. It recommended that the county commissioners set
up a bond referendum at the earliest date so that voters could decide
whether or not a new courthouse was needed. The commissioners
9

announced such an event on January 27, 1966. They proposed
$1,474,000 in general obligation bonds. Voters would vote on three
separate bond issues. One for $700,000, to build a new courthouse;
another for $699,000 to add to federal funds to build a new hospital; and a third for $75,000, to match state funds to construct an
addition to the library.

The restored courthouse in its original red brick color was dedicated
on August 20, 2,000, with a public program and a tour of its pristine interior. The old building had served as the legal center of the
county for over a century, and was already a decade and a half into
its second centennial of service to the people of Bulloch County.

The commissioners went so far as to hire an architect to render
a drawing of the proposed new facility which they put on public
display. The sketch showed a two story modern building of concrete and glass with a flat roof and two story arched windows all
around the structure. Opposition to the bond issue for the new
courthouse surfaced in a group of citizens under the slogan, "Save
the Courthouse." The vote was held on February 28, 1966 and the
bond issue of $700,000 was defeated by a tally of 1,115 for and
2,172 against. At the same time the hospital issue was approved
while the issue to add to the library was rejected.
No further agitation for a new courthouse took place over the
next two decades. The only change was that the entire building
was painted white in the 1970's. With an expanding population in
the county, the amount of business in the courthouse increased to
the point where more space was essential. On May 22, 1987, the
county commissioners bought the former First Federal Savings and
Loan Building on North Main Street for use as an annex. Later the
tax assessor, tax collector and other offices were relocated there.
The continued growth of Bulloch County forced the county
commissioners in 1996 to propose a Judicial annex to be constructed on the northeast comer of the intersection of Siebald and Courtland Streets where the Statesboro Fire and Police Departments
were formerly located. Also the courthouse was to be completely
renovated and restored to its original state. Both projects would be
financed out of the proceeds of the county sales tax, which voters
had approved overwhelmingly.
The Judicial Annex opened on November 9, 1997, with a public
ceremony. Judges chambers, jury rooms, courtrooms, and the office of clerk of the court are all located there.
10
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The Author
Charles Parrish Blitch was born in Statesboro, Bulloch County,
Georgia, on April 28, 1925, the son of the late W. H. Blitch, Jr. by his
marriage to the late Lottie Parrish. He was educated at Statesboro
High School, graduating in the class of 1942. In 1943 he joined the
Army 5th Air Force, serving as a navigator in the South Pacific Theater until 1946. After his discharge he enrolled at Georgia Teachers
College (now Georgia Southern University) where he earned the
BS Ed. degree in 1948. He taught in Atlanta at Fulton High School
and College Parle High School, as well as Statesboro High School.
While teaching in Atlanta he attended Emory University part-time
and received the MS Ed. degree in 1954. After teaching at Georgia
Teachers College he entered the graduate school at the University
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and was awarded the Ph.D. in Economics in 1966. Dr. Blitch joined the faculty of Old Dominion University, Norfolk, Va., the same year. In the academic year 1974-75,
he was appointed Visiting Professor of Economics at the University
of Wales, Swansea. During his career Dr. Blitch published several
articles in professional journals and a book. He retired from Old
Dominion University in 1990 and returned to his childhood home
on South Zetterower Avenue in Statesboro, Georgia. In 1995 he
acquired and restored his grandfather's (W. H. Blitch, Sr.) plantation
house, ca. 1880, where he resides today.
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